The aim of this study is to evaluate the capacity of an e-learning tool (blog) to facilitate reflection among students as part of collaborative group learning. The paper provides insights into student attitudes towards blogs as an interactive and reflective learning tool. Additionally, the study highlights the differences between domestic and international student attitudes towards reflection as part of collaborative learning in groups. The results indicate that international students consistently viewed the use of e-learning tools more positively than domestic students. For educators, the results provide direction in terms of enhancements to assessment tasks incorporating e-learning, including the professional development of staff to address the rapidly changing learning environment.
Introduction
Over the last two decades, research has shown that group work tends to improve the overall quality of student learning (e.g. Gatfield 1999; Barfield 2003; Seethamraju and Borman 2009) . Further, group work has increasingly been utilised by academics to improve the employability skills of students, especially team skills (Summers and Volet 2008) . Simultaneously, revolutionary developments in technology have led to the emergence of e-learning as a tool of increasing importance to the higher education sector (Hourigan and Murray 2010) .
The prominence of group work and e-learning technologies has pervaded all aspects of course development, including production, delivery, quality assurance, assessment and validation (Sumsion and Goodfellow 2004) . In addition to the need to develop appropriate e-learning activities, academics in many parts of the world have faced the complexities of increasingly diverse student cohorts. In the past two decades, there has been a substantial growth in the international education market, with the international student population expanding to nearly 3.6 million worldwide by 2010 (Choudaha, Chang, and Kono 2013) . In particular, English-language nations such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, UK and USA have become major exporters of higher education (Australian Council for Educational Research 2011).
This study focuses on a 'situated case study' in Australia. The growth of international education in discipline areas such as accounting in Australia has been substantial, due to the lure of permanent residency which has been offered to attract recently qualified international accounting graduates to fill a skill shortage in the profession (Jackling 2007) . According to Hannon and D'Netto (2007) , the presence of a culturally diverse student body in the higher education sector has meant that the need for a culturally inclusive curriculum design has become a central educational issue.
Empirical research suggests that, despite the rising popularity of e-learning, its innovative potential is yet to be systematically exploited by many universities (Garrison 2011) . One of the e-learning tools that has attracted attention is blogs, as they provide opportunities for self-reflection and collaborative learning (Dippold 2009 ).
The aim of this study, therefore, is to evaluate the capacity of an e-learning tool (blog) to facilitate reflection between students as part of collaborative group learning. The significance of the study is that it provides an insight into student attitudes toward an assessment activity using blogs as an interactive and reflective learning tool. Additionally, the study highlights the differences between domestic and international student attitudes towards reflection as part of collaborative learning in groups.
Literature review E-learning
The role of e-learning includes, but is not limited to, information transfer (including cross-pollination of ideas among students), helping students with understanding and developing concepts, decreasing the focus on teacher-centred learning and developing student understanding through engagement with online resources (González 2009 ). Furthermore, research indicates that the use of e-learning has the potential to address the needs of increasingly heterogeneous groups of students (O'Neill, Sing, and O'Donoghue 2004) . Of the many e-learning tools, it is blogs that have garnered significant use by many higher education institutions (Hourigan and Murray 2010; Jain, Kothari, and Thakurta 2012) . Other e-learning tools used in higher education include twitter and wikis. Wikis, like blogs, require moderate understanding to commence recording entries (Caple and Bogle 2013) .
The use of blogs as a teaching and learning tool is consistent with constructivist educational theory (e.g. Vygotsky 1978) . Cameron (2012) , in outlining the pedagogical value of blogs, states that they promote interactive learning experiences that are discursive and conducive to knowledge construction and higher order thinking. Blogs provide students with an opportunity to 'learn by doing' and create meaning through interaction with the online environment. They also provide opportunities to contextualise theory and to build on prior subject knowledge (Jonassen and Rohrer-Murphy 1999) .
Previous studies demonstrate that blogs are effective in providing a suitable social networking interface for effective collaboration and evaluation. For instance, Munday (2010) showed that blogs help students to take responsibility for reflecting on, and documenting, their own learning. They also enable students to showcase their development and create a potentially favourable impression on various stakeholders, including employers. Prior studies have demonstrated that blogs have enabled students to improve assignment strategies and enhance learning outcomes, particularly in collaborative learning situations (Clark and Hardham 2010) .
Ideally, the incorporation of blogs into the learning environment offers students the ability to evaluate their own learning, as well as promote reflection. Reflection can be viewed as having several levels: stimulated, descriptive, dialogic and critical reflection. As outlined by Strampel and Oliver (2008) , the stages of cognitive processes are closely linked to the levels of reflection. It is the structuring of the learning environment in particular that promotes reflection (Moon 1999) . Further, Moon (2005) also points out that, at the highest level of reflective writing, students should be able to appreciate that there will be different frames of reference and points of view that go beyond description of events. Thus, the educational benefit of blogs have been described as a learning resource that has the potential to develop deep learning, especially by encouraging students to confront their own opinions and contemplate how their views might be interpreted (Oravec 2002) .
Fostering collaboration
Blogs encourage personal reflections and also the sharing of links to resources and up-to-date information in an educational context as a means of encouraging collaboration (Williams and Jacobs 2004; Tekinarslan 2008) . Collaborative learning is defined in the broadest term as 'a situation in which two or more people learn or attempt to learn something together' (Dillenbourg 1999, 1) . Thus, a collaborative learning situation is a form of social contract between peers (Rogoff 1998) . Blogs designed for an educational setting have the potential for the student to develop views and contemplate how these views might be interpreted and reflected upon by others in a group collaborative learning environment (Lamshed, Berry, and Armstrong 2002) .
Despite the pedagogical advantages claimed for blogs, it is argued that such advantages are not necessarily inherent. Concerns related to engagement with e-learning have specifically addressed issues with reflective practice related to blogs. In some instances, blogs have been viewed as just another technological tool for teaching and learning. In particular, blogs have presented problems for the less technologically savvy, and in a collaborative environment are sometimes viewed as an impersonal means of fostering discussion (Hossain and Quinn 2012) .
Cultural background and collaborative learning
Factors such as cultural background, language barriers and previous learning experiences can affect students' ability to obtain an optimal result from collaborative assessment tasks (Wang, Harding, and Mai 2011) . In particular, it has been found that students often find online reflective writing to be an annoying, time-consuming interruption to their learning (Ajeneye 2005) . Meredith (2010) found that international business students had difficulty with reflective writing and critical thinking tasks, mainly because they were not familiar with such processes given their previous educational experiences in their home countries. The study also reported that domestic students were impatient and reluctant to collaborate with international students whose first language was not English. Although these issues have been acknowledged in the education literature, further research aimed at expanding and developing educators' understanding of the pedagogical potential of blogs in a culturally diverse learning environment is warranted.
Educational research on group effectiveness in culturally diverse learning environments has highlighted literacy gaps and unequal language skills of students, which are viewed as a major obstacle to group effectiveness (Turner 2009; Wang, Harding, and Mai 2011) . Moreover, taking Australia as an example, many international students commence their studies at the second-year undergraduate level, having arrived via a designated pathway from an educational partner institution offshore (e.g. China, Malaysia). Consequently, these students are less familiar with university group work requirements because they do not undertake the first year of their degree programme in Australia. Additional factors limiting intercultural interactions in academic settings include poor intercultural relational skills and fear of diminished grades by local students committed to group work with international students (De Vita 2002) .
Informed by the literature review, this study examines students' attitudes towards the use of blogs as a means of facilitating reflection as part of their collaborative skill development in a group work assessment task. The study focuses on accounting students enrolled in Australian universities. This study also investigates whether there are differences between domestic and international students' perceptions of blogs as a tool for collaborative learning and a means for reflection. Consequently, the paper examines two main research questions: RQ1. Does the use of e-learning (blogs) in an assessment task facilitate reflection as part of collaborative learning?
RQ2. Are there differences in attitudes of domestic and international students in the use of blogs as a means of facilitating reflection as part of collaborative learning?
Research approach
Details of the group assignment The assessment task that features in this study was designed for use in a second-year corporate accounting unit (in a 24-unit undergraduate degree in accounting), undertaken at a university in Australia. The cohort of students typically consisted of an approximate even mix of local and international students. In order to enhance the level of collaboration between group members, the approach recommended by Dillenbourg (1999) was adopted.
Group formation
Students self-selected into groups of two to complete the assignment. Although the issue of group formation has been addressed widely in the literature, there is a lack of clarity as to the benefits of self-selection as opposed to pre-determined group allocation (Strauss, U-Mackey, and Young 2011) .
In the present study, self-selection of groups minimised the risk of anxiety and possible resentment that is associated with lecturer-assigned group determination (Strauss, U-Mackey, and Young 2011) . The small group size also aimed to minimise the risk of free riders. Free riding is a means by which individuals benefit but contribute less than their fair share of assessment tasks (Dyrud 2001) . As collaboration was a feature of the learning process, mandating that students worked in groups of two increased the likelihood of interactions, particularly as instructions were provided on how the groups were to function. The self-selected process resulted in the formation of three group types: international, domestic and a mixed group consisting of one domestic and one international student in the group, based on country of permanent residence.
The intrinsic nature of the assessment task The assignment was based on the topic of Impairment of Assets and the specific case of the fall in the financial value of the public company Fosters Group Ltd. The topic required both individual knowledge of the accounting construct, Impairment of Assets, as well as some background knowledge of the activities of Fosters Group Ltd. Since accounting for impairment involved professional judgement by the senior managers of Fosters, debate regarding the validity and reliability of the financial performance of Fosters was a feature of the assignment.
In designing the pedagogical aspects of the assignment, including introduction to the use of blogs, the accounting academics liaised with various educational support personnel at the university to enhance the e-learning aspects of the assessment task. To complete the assessment task, students were required to apply and further develop not only their accounting knowledge, but their reflective learning in completing a collaborative task using blogs.
Assessment tasks
The assignment represented 20% of the unit's total assessment and was assessed on a group basis consisting of two parts: a written component (15%) and a series of four blog entries to be posted fortnightly over eight weeks (5%). The blog entries were each to be reflections on the experience of the collaboration and were designed to reinforce the ongoing exercise of interaction between the group members. Once the blog accounts were set-up, each group was required to post at least four reflective blog entries in the first eight weeks of the 12-week semester.
Efforts to encourage reflective learning included the use of prompts for writing the blog such as web links (e.g. A Guide to Reflective Writing and Blog Rubric). An activity sheet also provided students with a structured approach to the use of the blog including prompts to guide their writing. Students were encouraged to develop a mind map to graphically represent elements of the assessment task, identifying relationships between elements to assist with the reflective writing task.
Monitoring collaboration
The blog accounts of the students were made available to the tutors to assist with monitoring the collaborative learning. Tutors provided feedback on each fortnight's entries posted by the students in their blogs, as well as monitoring the timeliness of blog entries. The steps outlined were developed to increase the likelihood of collaboration between the students in preparing the reflective accounts of their learning using the blog.
The assignment was designed to encourage learners to take ownership of their learning in line with constructivist educational theory (Vygotsky 1978) . Informed by Dewey's (1933) classic early observations on the inherent usefulness of reflective learning, the assessment tasks were structured to encourage reflective learning. The aim of the reflective practice activities was both to encourage deep learning (Bold 2008) and to prepare students for the demands of the professional workplace (Chen et al. 2009 ) through collaborative learning in groups (Thomas 2014 ) using e-learning technology.
Research design and data collection
To evaluate students' attitudes towards using blogs, a questionnaire was distributed to students at the completion of the assessment task. The questionnaire was completed by 121 students from a population of 343, and was adapted from the work of Garvin et al. (1995) , Mills (2003) , and Ballantine and McCourt Larres (2007) . The questionnaire included seven items about student attitudes to group assessment using blogs. The items related to aspects of communication, reflective learning, deterrence of free riders and independence in learning. The questionnaire also collected background information relating to gender, language spoken at home and country of permanent residence. The questionnaire was distributed and completed in the week the assignment was due in class (week 8 of a 12-week semester). The timing of the completion of the questionnaire meant that the assignment was 'fresh' in the mind of students, so responses would more accurately reflect experiences.
Descriptive statistics
Of the 121 responses received, 111 were usable. Ten students did not identify themselves on the demographic section in the questionnaire (questions 7-11), and their responses were excluded from further analysis. Overall this result represented a response rate of 35% based on the number of students who sat the final examination. According to Sekaran (2010) and Zikmund (2010) , this is an acceptable response rate. Table 1 provides details of the sample characteristics. A comparison of the demographics of the sample with the population showed the following: (i) women comprised 55% of the sample study and 56% of the population; and (ii) internationally enrolled students were 52% of the sample and 55% of the population. Thus, the sample closely resembled the population of students studying second-year accounting at the university.
Results and discussion
Group learning experienceblogs In addressing Research Question 1, concerning students' attitudes towards using blogs to facilitate reflection as part of collaborative learning was assessed via seven Note: n = 111 (10 students did not identify their cultural background).
items, using a five-point Likert scale where rankings ranged from 'strongly disagree' = 1 to 'strongly agree' = 5. Table 2 shows the attitudes of students as to whether the use of e-learning (blogs) in an assessment task facilitates reflection as part of collaborative learning.
The results indicate that for five of the seven items a median score of three (neither disagreeing nor agreeing) was recorded. For the other two items 'the blog enabled me to reflect on my own contribution to the group assignment' and 'the blog enhanced my responsibility for my own learning', a median score of four was produced. Furthermore, four items produced mode scores of four, suggesting that the group learning experience valued most was the blog's facilitation of reflective learning. The results are not dissimilar to those of Ballantine and McCourt Larres (2007) ; although they distinguished between 'more able' and 'less able' student groups, they attributed low scores to the possibility that students were disappointed with the use of the group learning log as a means of reflecting on the interaction of group members and its capacity to deal with free riders.
In both the present study and that of Ballantine and McCourt Larres (2007) , marks were allocated for the group activity. This may, in part, explain the relative neutral scores for the items addressing attitudes to the blog as a tool in collaborative learning. However, the neutrality of the results might also be explained by a lack of group engagement as the ongoing online dialogue in maintaining the blog was not assessed. As Ballantine and McCourt Larres (2007) indicate, it is unlikely that students value educational approaches that are not subsequently assessed by the instructor. Furthermore, given the novel characteristics of the blog, there may be a case to be made for ongoing assessment of blogs by academics, rather than assessment at the completion of all four blogs. A further factor that may explain a lack of engagement with the blogs was the percentage mark that was awarded for the group assessment component of the assignment (5%). Students may have perceived this percentage mark allocation as too low to justify a high level of commitment.
Research Question 2, regarding differences in the attitudes towards the use of blogs as a means of facilitating reflection as part of collaborative learning by the two enrolment groups (domestic and international), was assessed using the Mann-Whitney test. The non-parametric Mann-Whitney test is applicable for tests of independence between two independent samples. It is specifically suited to ordinal scaled data (i.e. Likert scales) as collected in this study (Field 2009 ). Consistent with Table 2 . Using blogs to facilitate reflection and collaborative learningall students.
Statement
N Median Mode
The blog was a useful communication device between the members of the group 111 3 3
The blog was useful as a means of reflecting on the interaction of the group members 111 3 4
The blog is an effective deterrent against free riders 111 3 3 The blog is a valuable part of the group assessment 111 3 3 The blog enabled me to reflect on my involvement in the group learning process 111 3 4
The blog enabled me to reflect on my contribution to the group assignment 111 4 4
The blog enhanced my responsibility for my own learning 111 4 4 the education literature, any estimated variable that is statistically significant at least at the 5% level is considered to have a significant effect. The results of the test are shown in Table 3 . The results showed that the two student groups held different attitudes regarding the use of blogs as a means of facilitating reflection as part of collaborative learning. Across all seven items, international students attained higher mean rank scores than the domestic student group. The Mann-Whitney test results demonstrated that significant differences exist across five of the seven items. Specifically, significant differences occurred with international students perceiving that the blog was 'a useful communication tool' (U = 1165.000, z = −2.295, p = 0.022), 'a valuable part of group assessment' (U = 1086.000, z = −2.757, p = 0.006), to 'better reflect on their involvement in the group learning process' (U = 993.500, z = −3.353, p = 0.001), to 'better reflect on their own contribution to the group assignment' (U = 949.500, z = −3.619, p = 0.000), and the blog was 'more able to enhance their responsibility for their own learning' (U = 914.500, z = −3.842, p = 0.000) compared with students from domestic backgrounds. The findings support the view that international students are more likely than domestic students to have positive attitudes about the blog as a means to reflect on their learning and to contribute to collaborative group work.
Although there was no significant difference regarding blogs 'as a means of reflecting on the interaction of the group members' (U = 1236.500, z = −1.861, p = 0.063) and being 'an effective deterrent against free riders' (U = 1266.000, z = −1.666, p = 0.096), the international student mean rank score was greater than the domestic students. This result suggests that the international student cohort felt the blog was more effective in combating the free rider issue. More importantly, the result shows that domestic studentswho typically are most aggrieved with the free rider issue (see Pieterse and Thompson 2010)did not believe that the use of blogs addressed this major ongoing concern linked with group work. The self-selection of groups in the present study led to the formation of mixed groups (i.e. groups comprising one domestic student and one international student). Hence, further tests were undertaken to assess if these mixed group types perceived the benefits of blogs differently to non-mixed groups (i.e. groups comprising either international students or domestic students only). Statistical tests were conducted to assess differences in the attitudes towards the blogs based on the three group types: international only, domestic only and mixed, using the Kruskal-Wallis test. The non-parametric Kruskall-Wallis test is specifically suited to ordinal scaled data (i.e. Likert scales) as collected in this study (Field 2009 ). The results of the test are shown in Table 4 .
The results showed a significant difference among the three types of groups with respect to their perceptions of their learning experiences with the blog in relation to: (a) its usefulness as a valuable part of the group assessment; (b) enabling individual reflection on their involvement in the group learning process; (c) enabling individual reflection on their own contribution to the group; and (d) enhancing their responsibility for their own learning. To determine which of the groups differed from each other, post hoc tests were conducted. Given the three pairs were unequal in size, Mann-Whitney post hoc tests were conducted along with a Bonferroni correction to avoid Type I error. The Bonferroni correction method adjusts the p-value for n paired comparisons (Abdi 2007) . Under a Bonferroni correction for three pairs, any Table 4 . Attitude towards blogs to facilitate reflection as part of collaborative learning: differences between different group types.
Group type N Mean rank
The blog was a useful communication device between the members of the group Notes: n = 92 (19 of the 111 students did not provide their student identification hence their group type could not be identified). Dom only = Groups comprising domestic enrolled students only; Intl only = Groups comprising international enrolled students only; Mixed = Groups comprising domestic and international enrolled students. *Differences between groups significant at 1% level (p < 0.01). **Differences between groups significant at 5% level (p < 0.05).
paired testing has to achieve a significance value of 0.017 or smaller to be significant at the 0.05 level. The results of the test are shown in Table 5 . Table 5 shows that there were significant differences between the domestic-and international-only groups, demonstrating that differences in perceptions of learning experiences were amplified when analysed on this basis. The findings in Table 5 when combined with the mean rank results in Table 4 support the view that international students are significantly more likely to view the blog as a vehicle for reflection of their involvement and contribution to group work, as well as a valuable tool for taking greater ownership for their own learning. In addition, international Note: Dom only = Groups comprising domestic enrolled students only; Intl only = Groups comprising international enrolled students only; Mixed = Groups comprising domestic and international enrolled students. **A sig value of 0.017 or smaller equates to differences between groups significant at 5% level (based on Bonferroni correction). student and mixed student groups significantly differed on two items: (a) the blog as a vehicle for reflection of their own contribution to group work; and (b) the blog as a valuable part of the assessment. Finally, no significant differences in perceptions of the group learning experience were identified for mixed and domestic-only groups. Thus, international students in mixed groups were more likely to share similar attitudes towards the blog as domestic-only groups (also supported by mean rank results in Table 4 ).
Conclusions and future directions
This study explored accounting students' attitudes towards a group assessment activity that utilised an e-learning tool to facilitate reflection as part of collaborative learning. The study aimed to identify whether: the use of e-learning (blogs) in an assessment task facilitated reflection as part of collaborative learning (Research Question 1), and whether there were differences in attitudes of domestic and international students in relation to the use of blogs as a means of facilitating reflection as part of collaborative learning (Research Question 2). Further tests were also carried out to determine whether group composition impacted on attitudes to the use of the blog in the assessment task. The findings related to Research Question 1 indicate that, overall, attitudes towards blogs were mixed. Various factors could explain the inconclusive result, including the variation in commitment given the small percentage of marks allocated to the collaborative activity using the blog as an assessment task.
The findings related to Research Question 2 showed international students as being significantly more likely to view the blog as a vehicle for facilitating reflection as part of collaborative learning. An interesting implication of this research for educators arises from the result which demonstrated that international students in mixed groups were more likely to share similar attitudes towards the blog as domestic-only groups. This would suggest that the composition of a group has a significant effect on eventual perception of the group work activity.
The findings from this study have implications for educators encountering the challenges of a similar cultural mix of students. In designing group tasks, there is a need to not only consider group size, self-selection or structured formation of the groups, but also the cultural mix. As Turner (2009) indicated, casual approaches to cultural integration in teaching and learning environments may restrict participation and intercultural engagement. Cuseo (1992) argues that educational groups should be formed on the basis of a number of background characteristics, including ethnic or racial backgrounds to more readily represent a real-world situation where one cannot choose their working group.
The results of this study indicate that focused consideration is required if an e-learning activity is to be successfully incorporated into a group assignment task. For instance, in this study, a collaborative e-learning tool was designed through consultation with various support staff including an education developer and e-learning consultant, to ensure the assessment task addressed appropriate learning outcomes, yet catered for the differences in cultural background of students. However, such an undertaking also requires an intensive use of resourcesresources which may not be readily available. For example, in this study, fortnightly blog tasks and continued technological support were provided in an effort to make the blog an effective tool for group learning. Further improvements in using blogs in group work could include offering a podcast of the initial instruction session conducted by support staff. Such a podcast would enable students to review the step-by-step operation of the blog. Another possible strategy would be to consistently provide reinforcement of the benefits of blogs to reduce the 'content disconnect' experienced by some students.
The incorporation of blogs in the curriculum provides a useful way of building evidence of the acquisition of a range of student capabilities, including portfolios presented to prospective employers after graduation. Employers, in particular, have expressed the view that they expect accounting graduates to have a global mindset: i.e. be able to work in diverse teams and interact with people from different cultural backgrounds (Bouyer 2011; Graduate Careers Australia 2011) . The challenge for educators is to appreciate the change in learning dynamics created by technology and ensure that students are provided with opportunities to promote their skill acquisition. Blogs are one component of e-learning that provides this opportunity. Greater awareness of technology, as well as resourcing of technological support as a form of continuing professional development, would enable educators to more readily address the rapidly changing learning environment.
It is acknowledged that this study has a number of limitations. First, the outcomes may be partially attributable to the specific context in which the study was undertaken, including the student population and assessment processes. Additionally, it is acknowledged that the conclusions drawn about the group structure (groups of two) are not necessarily generalisable to larger group structures. Furthermore, no claims can be made regarding the homogeneity of the cultural groups, and it is acknowledged that ethnicity was not addressed. Nevertheless, there is the potential for others to learn from this study in developing e-learning activities, given the increasingly diverse cultural educational environment. Furthermore, although this study investigated the attitudes of students in using blogs to facilitate collaboration, it is acknowledged that no content analysis was undertaken of the blog entries (work samples) used by students to verify perceptions reported. A useful extension of the study would be to undertake a content analysis of the reflective learning comments used in the preparation of blog entries.
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